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Purpose: The aim of this research is to explore how leader-member exchange
(LMX) affects teamwork through the mediation of psychological empowerment
and discusses the interaction between the concepts within the framework of
a relational model. Unfortunately, the previous related studies in the literature
are limited to the examination of paired relationships between concepts and
these concepts have not yet been sufficiently dealt with in relation to esports
contexts. Therefore, the present study aims to fill this gap by collecting data
from various sources.

Methods: The data of the study, which was conducted with 804 professional
esports players from Turkiye, the USA and South Korea who were selected by
employing the conventional sampling method, were collected via an online
survey and analyzed through structural equation modeling.

Results: The findings revealed meaningful effects of leader-member exchange
on teamwork and this effect was partially mediated by psychological
empowerment.

Conclusion: These findings are consistent with the Social Exchange Theory,
Inputs-Process-Outcomes Model and Positive Organizational Behavior Theory
and account for the relationship between leader quality and team performance.
The study also contributes to the literature in regards to esports leadership and
offers practical suggestions to team coaches and directors.

KEYWORDS

esports, leader-member exchange, psychological empowerment, teamwork,
structural equation model

1 Introduction

Esports has recently become a strategic field worth studying not only as a digital
entertainment medium but also from the point of views of leadership, organizational behavior
and professional team management issues. Just like in other traditional sports, performance
in esports teams and relationships among team members, leadership styles and psychological
processes are remarkably interrelated (Gisbert-Pérez et al., 2024). Therefore, leader-member
exchanges (LMX) is a pivotal construct referring to the quality of the relationship established
by team coaches with players and significantly affecting team dynamics. What lies behind the
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impact of LMX on organizational outcomes are mostly cognitive-
motivational variables like psychological empowerment, which is
closely associated with certain dimensions including team
collaboration and harmony (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995).

In today’s noticeably digitalized organizational structures and,
especially, in rapidly thriving sectors such as esports, there is a growing
need to explore team dynamics and leadership processes more
comprehensively so as to understand these issues better. The research
dealing with similarities and differences between leadership in esports
and traditional sports is quite limited in number (Lee and Schoenstedt,
2011; Ross and Fisackerly, 2023; Behlau et al., 2025; Yuan, 2024). In
addition, the impact of leadership behaviors in esports on
organizational processes and outcomes has not yet been sufficiently
demonstrated scientifically. Considering coach—player relationships
in esports teams, determining how leader-member exchange
influences psychological empowerment and teamwork will help to
address the gap in the literature. Therefore, it is a need to enrich the
literature by defining the outcomes of leadership in esports at
organizational level (Kececi and Celik, 2024). Accordingly, the present
study aims to fill this gap in the literature by dealing with the
relationships between leader-member exchange, psychological
empowerment and teamwork within the framework of a holistic
structural model. These three concepts were often examined
independently in the previous studies and, thus, comprehensive
account of causal relationships and mediating mechanisms were not
provided in their findings. The findings of the present study allow the
evaluation of paired relationships within the framework of a holistic
model and present how teamwork as an organizational outcome of
leadership in esports is shaped through the mediation of
psychological empowerment.

The primary aim of this study is to test a structural model
unveiling the impact of leader-member exchange between coach and
players in esports teams on teamwork through the mediation of
players’ psychological empowerment levels. Achieving this aim will
provide an important contribution to the literature by enabling a
deeper understanding of the role of leadership processes in esports on
individual and team dynamics. Clarifying the relationships among the
concepts included as variables in the research will offer guidance for
both the development of theoretical models and practical applications
in the field of esports. In this way, a scientific basis will be established
for developing more effective strategies to define the outcomes of the
leadership process in esports teams, specifically through the concepts
of psychological empowerment and teamwork. To achieve the
objective of the study, the following hypotheses will be tested: (1)
Leader-member exchange significantly affects psychological
empowerment. (2) Leader-member exchange significantly affects
teamwork. (3) Psychological empowerment significantly affects
teamwork. (4) Psychological empowerment plays a mediating role
between leader-member exchange and teamwork.

1.1 Leader-member exchange

LMX, one of the most effectual approaches to leadership
processes, argues that leaders establish relationships at different
levels of quality with each follower (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995).
These differences have considerable impacts on certain outcomes
such as work performance, organizational commitment and

Frontiers in Psychology

10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1653752

citizenship behaviors (Gerstner and Day, 1997). LMX Theory has its
grounds on Role Theory (Graen, 1976), Social Exchange Theory
(SET) (Blau, 1964) and Norm of Reciprocity (Gouldner, 1960).
Relationships develop in time through exchanges of trust and values
(Dienesch and Liden, 1986; Sparrowe and Liden, 1997). As
mentioned in the multi-dimensional measurement model, LMX is
accounted for under four dimensions: affect, loyalty, contribution
and professional respect. Here, affect refers to sincere relationships,
loyalty to mutual trust, contribution to voluntary actions and
professional respect to appreciation of job skills (Liden and
Maslyn, 1998).

In the present study, LMX was used in order to explain the
quality of the relationship between the coach and players in
esports teams and to function as one of the determinants of
team dynamics.

1.2 Psychological empowerment

Psychological empowerment is a cognitive construct comprising
competency, meaning, self-determination and impact dimensions and
enhancing intrinsic motivation (Spreitzer, 1995). It supports self-
development and affects organizational outcomes such as
performance, commitment and innovation. The concept was
grounded by Thomas and Velthouse (1990) Cognitive Motivation
Model, and structured under four dimensions (meaning, competence,
(1995).
Zimmerman (1995) suggested a multi-layered model by incorporating

self-determination, impact) by Spreitzer Similarly,
individual, exchange and behavioral levels. The dimensions of
empowerment are as follows: Meaning: the match between job and
personal values; Competency: Trust in one’s skills and achievement;
Self-determination: Freedom in job management; Impact: Perception
of being able to effective on job outcomes (Deci and Ryan, 1985).

Psychological empowerment was incorporated into the study to
comprehend cognitive and emotional effects of leader-member
exchanges on players and make a comprehensive analysis of the
construct as a mechanism mediating the indirect contribution
to teamwork.

1.3 Teamwork

Teamwork refers to a fundamental component increasing
productivity and efficiency in modern organizations (Salas et al., 2015;
Driskell et al., 2018). It is possible to define this concept as the action
taken to establish a dynamic and mutually dependent interaction
between two or more individuals towards a common goal (Salas et al.,
2018). Teamwork involves the cultivation of a shared mental model,
communication, coordination, trust and role clarity as well as labor
division (Driskell et al., 2018; Marks et al., 2001). Although the
concept plays a key role in many sectors characterized with actions
taken as a group, its definition and how to measure it are still a
debatable issue (Rasmussen and Jeppesen, 2006).

Teamwork, in the present study, was taken as the final
organizational outcome to measure and model the impact of
leadership and psychological empowerment on collaboration,
coordination and harmony towards the shared goal among
team members.
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1.4 Pair-wise relationships between the
concepts

The studies carried out in different organizational contexts report
that LMX significantly affects psychological empowerment. High-
quality LMX relationships help employees to feel that they have more
control over tasks, their skills are appreciated well enough and
job-related tasks are meaningful to them (Aryee and Chen, 2006).
Thanks to such relationships, individuals feel more valuable, effective
and in a more central position in the organization and achieve higher
levels of psychological empowerment dimension including meaning,
competency, self-determination and impact (Hill et al.,, 2014; Wang
et al,, 2016). In addition, mutual trust and supportive environment
procured by LMX causes considerable increase in individuals’
participation in job processes, which in turn motivates them while
performing tasks and affects job outcomes such as organizational
commitment (Srivastava and Dhar, 2016). Similarly, Schermuly and
Meyer (2016) found that high-quality LMX relationships improve
psychological well-being of employees and this relationship has
indirect effects mediated by psychological empowerment. In brief, the
relationship between LMX and psychological empowerment is shaped
depending on whether one feels more effective and valuable in his/her
working environment, which in turn contributes to the enhancement
of organizational performance (Kim and George, 2005; Hu et al,
2018). In the present study, SET was taken as the basis to exhibit the
relationship between leader-member exchange and psychological
empowerment in esports teams. Developed by Blau (1964), SETargues
that interpersonal relationships develop within the framework of
mutual benefit, trust, and commitment. According to this theory,
people respond to agents who appreciate and support them in their
relationships and are fair to them in their behaviors. When the theory
is taken as a reference for esports, it can be said that leader-member
exchange is the reflection of organizational leadership in SET. Leaders
in high-quality LMX relationships (coaches) provide followers
(esports players) with valuable resources including trust, knowledge,
support and involvement in decision-making processes. Players, as a
response to these supports, display higher quality task performance,
commitment and self-efficacy (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995; Wayne
etal., 1997).

The previous research reports that the effects of quality leader-
member exchange on teamwork generate meaningful outcomes at both
individual and team level. Thanks to high quality LMX relationships,
employees receive more social and structural support from their
managers/directors, which significantly fosters behavioral integration
in the team by facilitating mutual support, collaboration and knowledge
sharing among team members (Herdman et al., 2017; Du et al., 2022).
These relationships enhance team efficiency by creating an atmosphere
promoting mutual trust among team members, foster collaborative
attitudes and encourage action taken towards common goals (Chen,
2010).
performances but also structural interaction in the team by positively

In addition, LMX stimulates not only individual task

impacting overall creativity of the team and collective decision-making
processes (Du et al., 2022). Similarly, Xerri et al. (2021) found that LMX
enhances individual resources like psychological capital etc. and this
impact is also indirect and mediated, to a large extent, by organizational
resources including teamwork and in-service training. Accordingly, it
can be concluded that LMX is a social exchange mechanism supporting
teamwork and a determining factor for the sustainability of integration
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within the team even during the presence of varied LMX situations.
The assumption that leader-member exchange has both direct and
indirect impacts on teamwork has its ground in Input-Process-Output
Model, which is a classical theoretical framework discussing teamwork
as a multi-dimensional and dynamic structure. Proposed by McGrath
(1964) for the first time, the model was later revised by Ilgen et al.
(2005) as well as Kozlowski and Ilgen (2006) into a comprehensive
structure commonly preferred while analyzing modern teams. In other
words, it can be taken as a reference in the analyses of esports teams.

The related studies report that psychological empowerment level
plays a determining role in the quality and effectiveness of teamwork.
Especially, when team members feel competent, impactful, self-
determined and meaningful, they assume more active roles, share
their knowledge with others and develop collaborative behaviors
(Muduli, 2017). Sense of empowerment at team level considerably
contributes to the formation of high-performing teams by fostering
attempts towards reaching common goals and collective participation
(Rasmussen and Jeppesen, 2006). Psychological empowerment not
only increases individual motivation but also positively affects a team’s
agility, stamina and ability to innovate (Ghen et al., 2019). The study
by Sigwela (2020), which reported findings based on structural
equation model (SEM), also support this relationship since he found
significant direct effects of psychological empowerment on both work
attitude and team efficiency. Therefore, psychological empowerment
is a pivotal variable enhancing not only one’s work experiences but
also boosting interaction within the team, commitment and collective
efficiency. In this study, the positive effects of psychological
empowerment on teamwork were examined according to the
principles of Positive Organizational Behavior Theory, which was
introduced by Fred Luthans. Luthans (2002) emphasized the
determinant role of positive psychological resources having
psychology-based strong impacts on individual work performance,
job satisfaction and organizational commitment. As for esports
contexts, it is assumed that achievement and effective coordination
might depend not only on technical and mechanical skills but also on
psychological ones. Therefore, this theoretical framework provides an
explanatory theoretical basis.

2 Method
2.1 Research model

The study used the relational survey model to determine the
relationships between leader-member exchange, psychological
empowerment of team members and teamwork in esports teams. SEM
was preferred to examine structural relationships between the study-
specific variables. This model is an appropriate and robust method for
reliably testing the direct and indirect relationships among leader—
member exchange, psychological empowerment, and teamwork in
esports, controlling for measurement errors and statistically verifying
the mediation mechanism.

2.2 Population and sampling

The population of the study is professional esports players who
actively take part in esports tournaments worldwide. Conventional
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sampling method was preferred to access the individuals of this
population. A total of 804 professional esports players who know
English and play for esports teams in Tiirkiye, the United States of
America and South Korea volunteered to participate in the study.
Accordingly, the sampling of the study is sufficient in number for the
statistical analyses. The study sample consisted of 804 participants
with diverse demographic characteristics. In terms of country of
residence, 364 participants (45.3%) were from Tiirkiye, 251 (31.2%)
from the United States, and 189 (23.5%) from South Korea.
Participants’ ages ranged from 18 to 28 years, with a mean of 23.4.
Regarding gender, the sample was predominantly male, comprising
598 males (74.4%) and 206 females (25.6%). Esports-related
experience varied between 1 and 11 years, with an average of 6.1 years.
Considering game genres, 281 participants (35.0%) played first-person
shooter (FPS) games, 297 (37.0%) focused on multiplayer online battle
arena (MOBA) games, and 226 (28.0%) specialized in sports games.

2.3 Data collection instruments

Within the scope of the study, leader-member exchange was
measured by using Multi-dimensional Leader-member Exchange
Scale (LMX-MDM) developed by Liden and Maslyn (1998). This
12-item scale measures four key dimensions of exchange relationship
between leader and employee: affect, loyalty, contribution and
professional support. Comprehensive validity and construct validity
analyses were performed, and high internal consistency coefficients
were reported while developing the scale. LMX-MDM is a commonly
used measurement tool in the literature since it allows researchers to
understand multi-dimensional structure of leader-member exchange.

The other data collection instrument employed in the study is
Psychological Empowerment Scale developed by Spreitzer (1995),
which measured participants’ psychological empowerment levels. This
12-item scale consists of four dimensions: meaning, competence, self-
determination and impact. Spreitzer (1995), in his study, performed
confirmatory factor analysis and found that dimensions are, in fact,
separate constructs; however, they represent psychological
empowerment concept together. In the original study, the internal
consistency coeflicient of the total scale was determined as 0.72 and
was considered reliable. The scale was developed on the ground of
self-efficacy-based motivation theories and structured to measure
empowerment levels of employees.

In order to determine teamwork competencies of the participants,
the researchers used Teamwork Scale for Youth (TSY) developed by
Lower et al. (2017). The purpose of this scale is to measure young
skills

responsibilities in the task and communication within team.

individuals’ regarding team collaboration, assuming
Consisting of 8 items, the scale was proven to be valid in time, and its
factor structure was confirmed by confirmatory analyses. In the
original study, the internal consistency coefficient of the total scale was
determined as 0.88 and was considered reliable. It stands out among
the similar scales since it is user-friendly and measures teamwork
perception at individual level. Although the Teamwork Scale for Youth
was originally designed for young athletes, it was adopted in this study
due to its emphasis on generalizable dimensions of teamwork such as
communication, collaboration, and shared responsibility, which are
also critical in professional esports contexts. To confirm its

applicability, a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted, and
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the results demonstrated an acceptable model fit ()*/df =2.73,
CFI=0.94, TLI = 0.92, RMSEA = 0.059). Therefore, the scale was
considered valid for the current sample of professional esports players.

To ensure cross-cultural equivalence, a multi-group confirmatory
factor analysis (CFA) was conducted across the three national
subsamples (Tiirkiye, USA, South Korea). Configural and metric
invariance were established (ACFI < 0.01), indicating that the factor
structures were consistent across cultural groups (Cheung and
Rensvold, 2002).

2.4 Data collection process

The data for the purposes of the study were collected by
administering an online survey prepared by using Google Forms
platform. The survey form was open for a period of 4 months and was
closed to access once a sufficient number of participants had been
reached. The potential participants were sent the survey via various
digital channels (e-mail, social media, online groups etc.). Since the
online survey required all items to be completed before submission,
there were no missing data in the final dataset.

The participation in the study was on a voluntary basis and each
participant was asked to read and confirm consent form before they
provided the responses for the online survey. The study was conducted
in conformity with the ethical principles specified in Helsinki
Declaration (World Medical Association, 2013).

This research is a cross-sectional study in terms of data collection.
As all data were collected from the same participants through self-
report questionnaires at a single time point, the potential for common
method variance (CMV) was assessed. In addition, Harman’s single-
factor test was conducted, and the first factor accounted for less than
40% of the total variance, indicating that CMV was not a
serious concern.

2.5 Data analysis

The first step of the data analysis process was to determine the
validity and reliability of the data set for the further analyses. First of
all, skewness and kurtosis values were calculated to check whether the
variables displayed normal distribution or not (Tabachnick and Fidell,
2007). When the data were found to have normal distribution,
confirmatory factor analysis was performed to test the validity of the
proposed model for measurement. Accordingly, to what extent the
model matches the data set was evaluated by examining various fit
indices; namely, Chi Square/ degree of freedom (df), comparative fit
indices (NFI, TLI, IFI, CFI, RMSEA), absolute fit indices (GFI, AGFI)
and residual-based fit indices (RMR) (Hu and Bentler, 1999; Hooper
et al., 2008). Later, as suggested by Fornell and Larcker (1981) AVE
(Average Variance Extracted) and CR (Composite Reliability) values
were calculated. Finally, Cronbach’s Alpha (@) coefficients were used
to measure internal consistency of the scales. A scale is considered
reliable when a value is achieved higher than 0.70 (Tavakol and
Dennick, 2011).

After the data were confirmed to be suitable for the analyses,
structural equation was formed to test the proposed model. At this
phase, path analysis was preferred since it is an acknowledged
method to determine causal relationships among variables (Hoyle,
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2012; Kline, 20165 Hair et al., 2019). In the SEM, t value (critical
value) was taken so as to test whether path values were significant or
not and t > 1.96 values were accepted as a statistically significant
value (Hair et al., 2019). The indirect effects and their mediating roles
in the model were tested by using bootstrap mediation analysis as
suggested by Preacher and Hayes (2004). The SEM developed within
the scope of this study used Variance Accounted For (VAF) value to
determine to what extent indirect impacts are accounted. According
to a widely acknowledged category presented in the literature (Hair
et al, 2014), VAF<0.20 values indicate no mediation,
0.20 < VAF < 0.80 values partial mediation and VAF > 0.80 full
mediation. To test the significance of the mediaton, the bootstrap
method was applied with a 95% confidence interval and 5,000
resamples. In the bootstrap analysis, the statistical significance of the
indirect effect was evaluated based on whether the 95% confidence
interval. The model parameters were estimated using the Maximum
Likelihood (ML) method in AMOS, which is suitable for normally
distributed continuous data.

Given that the data were collected from players nested within
teams, the independence of observations was assessed. However, due
to the lack of team identifiers, a single-level SEM was conducted
treating all constructs as perceived at the individual level, consistent
with prior studies examining teamwork as an individual-level
perception (Salas et al., 2015; Driskell et al., 2018). Future research
should adopt multilevel modeling to capture nested data structures”

3 Results
3.1 Validity and reliability

The skewness and kurtosis values for all the variables ranged at
+1.5 interval, which indicates that the data used in the analyses met
normal distribution assumption according to the criteria suggested by
Tabachnick and Fidell (2007). Therefore, the data displayed suitable
distribution characteristics to perform the parametric analyses.

The next step following the confirmation of normal data
distribution was to perform confirmatory factor analysis (CFA).
Various fit indices were examined to evaluate the fitness of the data for
the model. The findings revealed an acceptable fit level. Although Chi
Square value was found to be significant, this value is known to
be greatly affected by the sampling size (y*=312.47, df=110,
p <0.001). Therefore, y*/df ratio, which is normalized Chi Square, was
calculated as 2.84, which indicated an acceptable fit since it was
lower than 5.

As for the comparative fit indices, the following calculations were
obtained: NFI = 0.91, TLI = 0.92, IFI = 0.93 and CFI = 0.95. These
values indicate a good fit since both values were higher than the
threshold values suggested by Hu and Bentler (1999) and Hooper et al.
(2008). RMSEA value was calculated as 0.062, which also shows an
acceptable fit level since it was lower than 0.08. GFI and AGFJ, which
are absolute fit indices, were calculated as 0.88 and 0.86, respectively.
Since both values were higher than the threshold value (0.85), the
model had an absolute fit level. Finally, RMR, a residual-based fit
index, was calculated as 0.047, which shows that the model had a
suitable fit since this value was lower than 0.08. All these findings
show that the measurement structure of the proposed model
significantly and suitably fit the data set.
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The construct validity of the model was tested by calculating, as
suggested by Fornell and Larcker (1981), AVE (Average Variance
Extracted) and CR (Composite Reliability) values. According to the
results, AVE values ranged between 0.52 and 0.68, which indicated
acceptable convergent validity since these values were higher than the
threshold value (0.50) for all constructs. Likewise, CR values were
found to be between 0.76 and 0.89, implying high level of internal
constancy for all the constructs due to higher values than 0.60
threshold value. As suggested by these findings, the constructs in the
model met the construct validity criteria for both convergent validity
and composite reliability.

Cronbach’s Alpha (@) coefficients were calculated to determine the
reliability of the scales used in the study. According to the findings,
these values ranged between 0.78 and 0.93 for all the dimensions. As
for the dimensions of LMX scale, the calculations were as follows:
a =0.81 for “affect) a = 0.85 for “loyalty;” @ = 0.88 for “contribution”
and a = 0.90 for “professional respect” Cronbach’s Alpha values for
the dimension of psychological empowerment scale were found to
be a =0.83 for “meaning,” a = 0.86 for “competence,” @ = 0.78 for
“self-determination” and a = 0.93 for “impact” The alpha value for
teamwork scale was calculated as 0.89. Thus, all the scales in the study
were accepted as reliable since they exceeded the threshold value
(0.70) suggested by Nunnally and Bernstein (1994) and Tavakol and
Dennick (2011). Moreover, a > 0.90 values obtained for some
dimensions indicate perfect internal consistency according to the
classification proposed by George and Mallery (2003). In conclusion,
all the scales used for the purposes of the present study were highly
reliable for measurement (see Table 1).

3.2 Structural equation model

When the direct impacts analyzed within the SEM were examined,
it was found that there were significant and positive relationships
between various variables. The effect of affect on meaning was
calculated as 0.582, on impact as 0.603 and on teamwork as 0.476,
which indicates that affect has considerable impact on both
individuals’ assigning meaning to their work and contribution to
teamwork. The effect of loyalty on self-determination was found to
be 0.621 and on impact as 0.554, which implies that loyalty level of the
leader might improve individuals’ perceptions of self-determination
and effectiveness in work. The impact of contribution on the following
variables were also statistically significant respectively: meaning
(0.668), competence (0.695), impact (0.639) and teamwork (0.591). This
situation indicates that individuals’ contribution to tasks is a strong
predictor of both psychological empowerment dimensions and
teamwork. Similarly, the effects of professional respect on meaning
(0.713), on impact (0.674) and teamwork (0.617) were high and
significant, which shows that professional respect of the leader for a
member plays a strong role in individual perceptions and contributions
to team dynamics. Finally, meaning, a component of psychological
empowerment, had a significant effect (0.703) on teamwork while the
effect of competence was calculated as 0.748 and impact as 0.782. These
findings support the fact that individuals’ assigning meaning to tasks,
feeling competent and thinking that they are efficient in their work
have a direct impact on teamwork (see Table 2).

The examination of indirect impacts within the scope of the
model revealed significant impacts of mediating variables in the
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TABLE 1 Direct effects within the path analysis.

10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1653752

Independent variable Path Dependent variable t Effect value
Affect (LMX) — Meaning (PE) 4.83 0.582
Affect (LMX) Competence (PE) 1.42 -
Affect (LMX) Self-determination (PE) 0.87 -
Affect (LMX) - Impact (PE) 5.11 0.603
Affect (LMX) - Teamwork (TW) 4.24 0.476
Loyalty (LMX) Meaning (PE) 1.61 -
Loyalty (LMX) Competence (PE) 1.20 -
Loyalty (LMX) - Self-determination (PE) 5.30 0.621
Loyalty (LMX) - Impact (PE) 4.65 0.554
Loyalty (LMX) Teamwork (TW) 0.94 -
Contribution (LMX) — Meaning (PE) 5.72 0.668
Contribution (LMX) - Competence (PE) 5.93 0.695
Contribution (LMX) Self-determination (PE) 1.75 -
Contribution (LMX) — Impact (PE) 5.44 0.639
Contribution (LMX) - Teamwork (TW) 4.98 0.591
Professional respect (LMX) - Meaning (PE) 6.17 0.713
Professional respect (LMX) - Competence (PE) 6.37 0.736
Professional respect (LMX) Self-determination (PE) 1.38 -
Professional respect (LMX) - Impact (PE) 5.86 0.674
Professional respect (LMX) - Teamwork (TW) 525 0.617
Meaning (PE) - Teamwork (TW) 6.03 0.703
Competence (PE) — Teamwork (TW) 6.49 0.748
Self-determination (PE) Teamwork (TW) 1.52 -
Impact (PE) - Teamwork (TW) 6.69 0.782

Dashes (—) indicate non-significant paths ( < 1.96). Only significant paths are reported with standardized coefficients.

relationships between independent variables and teamwork.
Mediation impacts were determined by calculating VAF values.
Accordingly, meaning variable played a partial mediating role in the
relationships between teamwork and affect (VAF:0.462), contribution
(VAF:0.442) and also professional respect (VAF: 0.448). Similarly,
competence variable partially mediated in the relationships between
teamwork and contribution (VAF:0.467), and professional respect (VAF:
0.472). Also, the effects of contribution (VAF = 0.458) and professional
respect (VAF = 0.461) on teamwork through impact (VAF: 0.498) were
also partial. These findings show that both leader-member exchange
dimensions and psychological empowerment components contribute
to teamwork and this contribution is often enhanced through indirect
interventions as well. Therefore, we can conclude that meaning,
competence and efficiency perceptions are effective mechanisms in
transforming leadership-based perceptions into team behavior.

Table 3 presents the standardized direct effects with their standard
errors, t-values, p-values, and 95% bias-corrected confidence intervals.
All paths with ¢ > 1.96 were considered statistically significant at the
0.05 level. Also, the table reports the bootstrapped indirect effect
obtained from 5,000 resamples with BCa 95% confidence intervals.”

The relationships between leader-member exchange, psychological
empowerment and teamwork were analyzed at uni-dimensional
construct level. The findings obtained showed that the direct impact
of leader-member exchange on psychological empowerment was
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0.655, the direct impact of psychological empowerment on teamwork
was 0.741 and the direct impact of leader-member exchange on
teamwork was 0.563.

Under the light of these calculated values, indirect impact of
leader-member exchange on teamwork was found to be 0.485 through
the mediation of psychological empowerment, which amounts to
1.048 together with the impact mentioned above. The corresponding
VAF value was also calculated to be 0.463, which indicates a partial
impact. Accordingly, the effect of leader-member exchange on
teamwork was significant not only directly but also indirectly through
the mediation of psychological empowerment. Although one of the
total effect coefficients exceeded 1.0, this was due to the use of
unstandardized estimates and the additive nature of direct and
indirect paths. A multicollinearity check indicated no critical overlap
among predictors (VIF < 5), suggesting that the model specification
remained acceptable.

When Figure | is examined, the analysis results indicate that
leader-member exchange significantly enhances players’ levels of
psychological empowerment, and this effect is found to be both a
direct and indirect determinant of teamwork. In other words, high-
quality relationships between coaches and players foster a greater
sense of competence, meaning, and impact among players, which in
turn strengthens communication, coordination, and collective goal
orientation within the team. Therefore, leader-member exchange
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TABLE 2 Mediating effects within the model.

10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1653752

Independent Mediator variable Dependent variable Indirect effect Total effect

variable (leader- (psychological (teamwork)

member exchange) empowerment)

Affect Meaning Teamwork 0.409 0.885 0.462

Contribution Meaning Teamwork 0.468 1.059 0.442

Professional respect Meaning Teamwork 0.501 1.118 0.448

Contribution Competence Teamwork 0.519 1.110 0.467

Professional respect Competence Teamwork 0.551 1.168 0.472

Affect Impact Teamwork 0.472 0.948 0.498

Contribution Impact Teamwork 0.500 1.091 0.458

Professional respect Impact Teamwork 0.527 1.144 0.461
TABLE 3 Path analysis based on scale totals.

Path B (Std.) SE t p 95% BCa Cl

LMX — PE 0.655 0.041 15.0 <0.01 0.579-0.723

PE - TW 0.741 0.038 19.0 <0.01 0.666-0.808

LMX — TW (direct) 0.563 0.044 12.0 <0.01 0.471-0.641

LMX — TW (indirect) 0.485 0.040 12.0 <0.01 0.408-0.566

P (Std.), Standardized Estimate; SE, Standard Error; ¢, Test Statistic; p, Probability Value; 95% BCa CI, 95% Bias-Corrected and Accelerated Confidence Interval.

emerges as a central factor that supports team cohesion and collective
through the
psychological empowerment.

performance mediating role of

4 Conclusion
4.1 Discussion

The purpose of this study is to develop a model by dealing with
leader-member exchange as an input and psychological empowerment
as an organizational process and teamwork as an organizational
outcome. This model exhibits the effects of leader-member exchanges
on individuals’ psychological empowerment levels and claims that
teamwork is not only a structural but also a psychology-based process.
The inclusion of psychological empowerment in the model as a
mediating variable enables researchers to have a deeper understanding
of the effects of leader behaviors on employees’ subjective experiences.
The contribution of this study to the literature is to allow, at conceptual
and empirical level, a better grasp of how leadership processes and
team collaboration are shaped within esport-specific team dynamics.
Moreover, the study aims to achieve practical outcomes that are likely
to offer suggestions applicable to coaches and leaders in addition to its
theoretical contribution to the literature. This study also has the
potential to become a valuable resource to understand which coach
leadership behaviors enhance psychological empowerment of players
and how this enhancement impacts team collaboration. The SEM
developed within the scope of this study revealed that leader-member
exchange has a high-level significant effect on players’ psychological
empowerment. This finding shows that the quality of one-on-one
relationship between coach and players has a direct effect on meaning
assigned by players to the tasks, their confidence on their
competencies, on tasks

impacts and their perception of

Frontiers in Psychology

self-determination. In accordance with the cognitive-motivational
explanations of Spreitzer’s (1995) psychological empowerment model,
the study confirms that leadership exchanges trigger individuals’
internal motivational resources.

The findings obtained showed that the direct impact of leader-
member exchange on teamwork is also statistically significant, which
indicates that certain dimensions such as affect between coach and
players, mutual loyalty, contribution expectation and professional
respect are closely related to behavioral outcomes including team
collaboration, common goal orientation and collective coordination.
In addition, the SEM revealed that psychological empowerment has a
medium-level effect on teamwork; a certain amount of the effect of
leader-member exchange on teamwork is indirectly realized via this
variable, which signifies a strong impact mechanism that operates
both directly and indirectly. These findings are also significant within
the framework of SET (Blau, 1964). It is clear from the findings that
supportive and fair relationships established by coaches considerably
encourage voluntary attempts of players and foster their feelings of
belonging and team cohesion (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995; Wayne
etal., 1997), which supports the findings of the present study and are
consistent with the previous research emphasizing direct and
mediating effects of leader-member exchange on positive
organizational outcomes (Hill et al.,, 2014; Wang et al., 2016; Srivastava
and Dhar, 2016; Spreitzer, 1996). Accordingly, positive behaviors
perceived by players throughout leader-member exchange in esports
teams have positive effects on teamwork, which is a study-specific
organizational outcome in the present research. In addition, the
findings obtained from the analyses of each dimension of
psychological empowerment are quite striking. Especially meaning,
competence and impact dimensions have a high-level effect on
teamwork and strong relationships with leader-member exchange
dimensions. The fact that affect, contribution and professional respect
dimensions significantly predict these three dimensions of
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LEADER-MEMBER
EXCHANGE

FIGURE 1

PSYCHOLOGICAL
EMPOWERMENT

Paths and magnitude of significant values based on the dimensions in the model

TEAMWORK

psychological empowerment reinforces mediating relationships more.
In this context, theoretical explanations developed by researchers such
as Zimmerman (1995) and Deci et al. (1989) regarding empowerment
components were empirically confirmed with the findings of the
present study. Thus, when IPO model was taken as a reference,
psychological empowerment actions taken by leaders, which refer to
“processes” variable in the model, is a unity of meaningful behaviors
affecting outcomes.

The findings of the study are noticeably consistent with those
obtained from the previous studies dealing with the relationships
between leader-member exchange, psychological empowerment and
teamwork. The study conducted by Aryee and Chen (2006) in
Chinese context found that the effect of leader-member exchange on
psychological empowerment contributes to organizational outcomes
through job satisfaction and task performance and psychological
empowerment plays a full mediating role in the process. At this point,
partial meditation reported in the present study shows that leader-
member exchange might affect teamwork also directly and function
at a certain level without being dependent on psychological
empowerment. This difference might be due to the fact that leader’s
guiding effect are felt more directly in environments such as esports
where individual tactic initiatives are more important. Hill et al.
(2014) emphasized that the effect of leader-member exchange on
psychological empowerment are more obvious in working
environments characterized with intense electronic communication.
Since esports, due to its nature, provides a context depending on
digital and real-time communication might have resulted in more
visible and functional exchange. Similarly, Srivastava and Dhar (2016)
reported the effects of LMX and PE on extra role behaviors via
organizational commitment and increased voluntary contribution
levels of employees. This finding is valuable in that team members
develop strategies together and actively contribute to decision-
making processes in esports contexts. The findings obtained in this
study are also consistent with those of the study conducted by Kim
and George (2005) in service sector. They found a positive correlation
between leader-member exchange and psychological empowerment
and this relationship was consistent regardless of demographic
differences. Similarly, the data collected from three different cultural
contexts in our study (Tiirkiye, The USA and South Korea) also show

Frontiers in Psychology

that this relationship structure has an inter-contextual validity. The
research carried out by Xerri et al. (2021) found that LMX improves
personal psychological capital and this impact is reinforced by some
resources such as teamwork and training. This finding is a strong
support for LMX — PE — Teamwork model, which was also
observed in our study. Direct and indirect effects of certain
dimensions such as contribution and professional respect on both PE
and teamwork are among the issues that have been studied
inadequately in the literature.

Chen (2010), in his study conducted with amateur baseball
coaches, claimed that LMX model is more effective than transformative
leadership, which is still valid in esports environments where
one-on-one coach-player relationships are critically important. A
leader’s ability to establish emotional bond as well as his strategical
guidance directly affect esports players’ team motivation. However,
there are studies reporting complex and multi-layered structure of these
relationships. For instance, Du et al. (2022) highlighted that negative
dynamics such as jealousy, distrust and conflict might emerge in teams
with high variation of LMX. Since our study was conducted with a
group in which high-quality LMX relationships display a homogenous
structure, such negative outcomes were not observed. Herdman et al.
(2017) specified that the quality of the relationship established by a
leader with one of his superiors might affect how LMX variation is
perceived by team members. Therefore, further studies might focus on
the effects of relationships established by esports coaches not only with
players but also with organizational hierarchy on team dynamics.

The present study deals with coach-player relationship from the
perspective of social change and is based on the assumption that these
relationships shape team collaboration through psychological
perceptions. Besides, the sampling was confined to three countries
(Tirkiye, the USA, South Korea) and cultural variables were not taken
into consideration. In addition, the data were collected by employing
the self-report technique, which is a limitation having the risk of
personal bias. The constructs such as psychological empowerment
might be measured objectively by employing multiple data resources
(i.e coach evaluations, behavioral observations etc.) (Zimmerman,
1995). Finally, the study has a cross-sectional structure and causality
claims are quite limited due to the lack of longitudinal analysis. If
rapid technological developments in esports industry affect human
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relationships, researchers should keep in mind that such developments
might also mean shorter validity duration for cross-sectional studies.

The study tried to answer two basic questions: (1) Does LMX
significantly affect teamwork? (2) Does PE mediate this effect? The
findings provided positive answers to both questions. The direct effect
of LMX on teamwork and partial mediation of PE were found to
be significant, which indicates that leadership-based variables generate
outcomes through exchanges not only at individual level but also at
team level.

When the findings of the present research are compared to those of
the previous studies in the literature, we can conclude that the innovative
contribution of this study is to integrate the relationships between LMX,
PE and teamwork both at theoretical and empirical levels and structure
them in an original context like esports. The study also combined some
theoretical frameworks such as Positive Organizational Behavior
(Luthans, 2002; Avey et al., 2008). IPO model (Salas et al., 2015;
McGrath, 1964) and SET (Blau, 1964) into a holistic structure and tested
this structure with valid data. Accordingly, it provided original
contributions to the literature by explaining how interpersonal micro
leadership exchanges might generate macro outcomes at team level.

4.2 Theoretical implications

There are some studies in the literature mainly dealing with
esports coaching. To illustrate, Cho et al. (2022) highlight that esports
coaches should not merely focus on performance and they should
assume a specific role supporting mental, social and emotional well-
being of players. Such an approach clearly depicts that high-quality
relationships between coach and players significantly contribute to
psychological empowerment by improving players’ perceptions of
meaning, competency and impact. Similarly, Watson et al. (2024)
explored the effects of leadership roles performed by coaches on team
dynamics and player improvement and reported the critical role
played by coaches in effective communication, generating motivation
and fostering team harmony. The study conducted by Railsback and
Caporusso (2019) emphasizes the significance of human factors in
esports performance and provides a strong ground to have a clear
understanding of how leadership exchanges and psychological
empowerment affect players’ performances and team collaboration.
Lee et al. (2025), in their observational study, found that esports
coaching is not confined to merely providing players with technical
information and it also manages cognitive, physical and emotional
performance components of the process. This multi-dimensional
coaching approach considerably contributes not only to players’ skills
but also to the increase in their motivation, stress management and
levels of well-beings. When the findings of the present study were
compared to those of the studies mentioned above, we can conclude
that leader-member exchanges are a strong predictor of psychological
empowerment and this relationship directly or indirectly affects
teamwork. Studying these constructs from a multi-dimensional
perspective resulted in more comprehensive findings in terms of
conceptual unity and revealed the mediating roles taken by the
dimensions of psychological empowerment such as meaning,
competence and impact. The results of the present study also support
SET, IPO model and Positive Organizational Behavior Theory.
Supportive behaviors of esports coaches assuming a leadership role
trigger psychological empowerment of players assuming a follower
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role, which in turn improves effectiveness of team behaviors. Thus, it
was possible to explain how leadership exchanges developing at
interpersonal micro level evolve into macro outcomes at team level by
using a tangible model.

4.3 Practical implications

The related literature presents practical suggestions regarding
esports coaching. For instance, Cho et al. (2022) proposes that if
esports coaches want to improve players’ wellbeing and performance,
they should embrace a supportive and inclusive leadership approach
that is sensitive to their individual needs. Adopting such a leadership
style might lead to increased team collaboration and performance
since coaches support players psychological empowerment.
Similarly, Watson et al. (2022) emphasize that, in addition to
be equipped with knowledge and skills required for effective
leadership, coaches might positively affect overall achievement of
the team by fostering relationships within the team. The study
conducted by Railsback and Caporusso (2019), which focuses on
human factors affecting esports players’ performance, exhibits the
significance of leadership that takes individual characteristics and
personal needs of players into consideration. Sabtan et al. (2022), in
their study conducted with professional League of Legends coaches,
report players’ attitudes, long training hours, high stress levels and
physical health problems as the main challenges faced by coaches.
In this respect, it is obvious that coaches should not only develop
game strategies but also they should be competent enough in
establishing mutual trust via individual relationships, providing
psychological support and adopting flexible leadership styles. This
condition signifies the importance of player-centered leadership
approach and high-quality leadership-member exchanges so that it
is possible to maintain harmony within team and
sustainable achievement.

From the perspective of psychological science, the finding that
psychological empowerment significantly mediates the effect of
LMX on team collaboration aligns with fundamental mechanisms
in the organizational behavior literature. Bektas and Sohrabifard
(2013) emphasize that psychological empowerment processes,
which strengthen employees’ perceptions of meaning, autonomy,
competence, and impact, enhance the synergy of teamwork. In this
perspective, LMX builds a relationship based on trust and support,
reinforcing members’” sense of autonomy and meaning; this, in
turn, enables empowered individuals to develop a stronger
commitment to team goals and to engage in innovative
collaboration. Likewise, Mathieu et al. (2017) point out that
modern team theories explain team success particularly through
dynamic processes and emergent emotional states, and are not
independent of psychological factors. Rasmussen and Jeppesen
(2006) also state that organizational behaviors within teams are
strongly associated with psychological variables. These findings
support the bridging role of psychological empowerment between
LMX and teamwork.

The results of the current study present a number of
implications in regards to practical applications for people holding
a leadership position, especially esports coaches. In digital sports
environments, which are characterized with high tempo and
intensive cognitive load, the quality of individual relationships
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between the leader and team members has considerable direct
effects not only on individual performance but also on cohesion
and collaboration within the team. Therefore, it is essential for
coaches to establish high-quality relationships fostering affect,
loyalty, contributions and professional respect. Also, encouraging
psychological empowerment (i.e assigning meaningful tasks,
involving players in decision making processes, ensuring self-
determination etc.) strengthens the quality of teamwork and
contributes to sustainable achievement. Esports clubs and coach
training programs should develop more conscious leadership
strategies and form structures to improve individual motivation by
taking the findings of this study into consideration.

4.4 Limitations and further research

The study was conducted only with a group of professional
esports players in Tiirkiye, the USA and South Korea, which might
be considered a limitation for the generalizability of study findings
in terms of cultural issues. In addition, there is a risk of perceptual
bias as the data were collected by using self-report technique.
Subjective constructs including psychological empowerment can
be measured objectively by collecting data form various resources:
obtaining subordinates’ opinions about seniors, transforming
physical and digital traces of subordinates into measurable data
and asking independent raters to observe and code the collected
data. Finally, causality between variables cannot be measured
elaborately since cross-sectional data was employed to test the
research model.

Although teamwork is inherently a team-level construct, it was
analyzed as an individual-level perception in this study. This approach
may introduce ecological fallacy risks by assuming independence
among nested observations. Future research should test the model
using multilevel SEM to distinguish between within-team and
between-team effects.

A notable limitation of this study is that the teamwork construct
was measured using the Teamwork Scale for Youth, which was
originally developed for adolescent athletes. Although its content
focuses on fundamental teamwork processes applicable across
different age groups, its use with professional esports players may
raise concerns regarding content validity. Future research should
employ teamwork scales specifically validated for adult or elite sports
samples to ensure a closer conceptual match with professional
esports contexts.

The further studies might include comparative analyses by testing
the model on different sectors, cultural contexts and age groups.
Especially, the effect of leader-member exchange variation on
perception of justice within the team and collective performance
should be examined in detail. Moreover, longitudinal studies tracking
how psychological empowerment process changes and evolves in
time can allow researchers to grasp a more conclusive understanding
of causal relations. The model can be enhanced through the inclusion
of new variable such as team communication, decision-making
mechanisms and mediating role of digital platforms when dynamic
structure of esports teams is considered. In conclusion, the findings
reported in the present study creates a well-established ground to
develop more refined and contextualized theoretical models
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regarding leadership and motivation in team-based organizations. In
addition, the use of big data and artificial intelligence-based
monitoring techniques can contribute to quantitatively tracking real-
time changes in leader-member exchange and psychological
empowerment, as well as to developing predictive models. Studies
that adopt cross-disciplinary approaches by integrating findings from
sport psychology, organizational behavior, and game studies can
strengthen the comprehensive testing of the conceptual model.
Moreover, examining the impact of structural and cultural differences
among various esports genres (e.g., MOBA, FPS, simulation racing,
sport) will broaden the generalizability of the results. Conducting
similar analyses on hybrid or complex team organizations outside of
esports (e.g., remote-working technology teams, online creative
communities) is also important for testing the universal validity of
the model.
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